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Three thousand miles and two weeks later the sight of the East River surrounded
by a cascade of cement and metal meant a new home. Our deadpan attitude upon
arriving in Brooklyn may have been a result of highway hypnosis and pure exhaustion,
along with the realization that our American road trip had reached its destination. Our
feelings may have also meant the culmination of six months of obsessive research,
planning, and anxiety to hurtle from California to New York City while sitting on cotton
seats, surrounded by a box of metal and glass. As we left the West, Google Maps drew
a jittery line across the center of America. The networks of roads, highways and
freeways connected our various stops as if someone drew a line with a sharpie on a
map. Once the familiarity of my surrounding hometown faded away, the squiggly line on
my phone was my life line to make sense of the abstraction of my location. After a
certain point, maybe around Grand Junction Colorado, the yellow center divide, steering
wheel, and horizon all felt attached to a circular gear going around and around.
Sometimes my hands and arms would tingle. A lapse in attention at eighty miles an
hour might have easily resulted in a Looney Tunes explosion in the expansive desert.
Ten hours of looking through the windshield in my mechanical bubble had reduced the
vast American west to contoured shapes in my periphery. This head-on focus felt like
some type of mental imprisonment, with the distant horizon freezing my car into a fixed
position from point A to point B1. As the driver, my attention was consumed by this
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circular gear, however my partner Akilah and I would periodically exchange roles of
driver and navigator. This exchange freed me from maintaining focus on the road.
Instead I found myself constantly looking down - checking my phone. The act of
checking is a proactive measure for me — an act of reassurance on a basic level.
Ideally it’s simple, an answer to a question. Checking can be periodic. A quick update
on emails, the amount of coffee left in the cabinet, or reassurance that the front door is
locked. Checking can be obsessive — a lingering itch on the arch of my shoulder blade,
the lump under her scalp, the ache in my left chest. Checking implies that I don't have
the information that I should have, that I need to continue my search and keep updated
until the itch is satisfied. A problem occurs when there is too much information and
when the answer eventually leads me endlessly around the corner. This is an action to
satisfy that itch, regardless of the content or the outcome and the act of checking
becomes an action for its own sake. Backlit and full of information, it holds all the
answers and the source for my compulsions — a capsule to tell me that it's true or false.
Where is our destination? When do we leave? Where do we turn? Regardless of the
binary, the lingering ritual is always there and always available and availability quickly
mutates to dependence. This dependence becomes a new kind of imprisonment. One
that creates a psychological tether to the tools that connect us, bind us, drive us, and
remove us from the physical world. Had I missed the cliches of the American road trip?
Was there something blocking this impulse to connect with the natural world?
These questions continue to linger and prod me when thinking about my
paintings. This trip serves as a backdrop for how I view my own work and the direction it
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takes moving forward. It serves as a metaphor for the transitions between the digital
and physical worlds that shape our lives and the obsessive dependence we have on
these tools.

“If I started to think about landscape and my experience as a child, it seemed that
the most profound experiences of landscape were looking through the windshield” 2
-Allan D’Arcangelo

A windshield can provide protection, ease of looking, or clarity. Possibly it's a
barrier that obstructs one's vision with its harsh glare from the noon sun and subtle
smears from the accumulation of dirt and mosquitoes. With the purpose of being a
shield, it must protect us. The outside elements and dangers floating in the sky are so
volatile as we barrel down the road at seventy five miles per hour, we must use a shield
to make it to our destination. In this sense, the landscape is a barren wasteland, where
one must be contained in a pod of metal and glass. The landscape then ceases to be a
place to find tranquility, but a space to be passively used for commerce and travel.
Associated with the Pop Art movement, D'Arcangelo’s landscapes are cold, hard edged,
and precisely painted with flat colors. The highways in his paintings cut towards the
horizon line while street signs with text and symbols hover to the left and right. Other

Allan D’Archangelo,(1988, March 23). Interviewed by Marco Livingstone. Rear-view Mirror (London,
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paintings depict geometric forms obscuring the narrative of the road or the traditional
interpretation of looking at a landscape painting. Like other Pop artists, the mundane
and complacent nature of American life is reconsidered in D’Arcangelo’s paintings,
creating new meanings for a changing culture. His description of the way he saw and
understood nature shows that he recognized that our perspective on landscapes, our
lived environment, had changed to one perceived from the vantage point of the driver's
seat in an automobile, often at high speeds. Taking into consideration his reflections of
looking at landscapes through a windshield, my interpretations of D'Arcangelo’s dark
and empty landscapes show a transition from the vast idealism of the Hudson River
School, to a way of viewing space that is isolated and mediated; a result of industrial
America.

Fig.1: Allan D’Arcangelo, U.S. Highway 1, Number 5, 1962
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Whether consciously or unconsciously, the aura of the American West has
always influenced my work. It’s not a specific location or narrative I’m after, but the type
of exchange the viewer is expecting to have while looking at this landscape. For the
artists of the Light and Space Movement of the 1960’s, the landscape itself wasn't the
subject of depiction, but the distilled abstraction between light and our perception of
space, heavily influenced by the beaming California sun. Although it’s important for my
work to not directly reference any particular landscape, I have to acknowledge this
characteristic of my work and where the roots of these ideas began.
The promised land has always been an “idee fixe” beyond the western deserts. A
place to discover, voyage, and find the American Dream3. A result of the American
Revolution and westward expansion with Thomas Cole’s “The Oxbow” as the poster
child for the Hudson River School. Thus, the American West became an icon of
expansive freedom and the road as a specific icon in American life — road trips, car
culture and a sense of endless freedom. As a California native, this fixation, as Mitchell
states, is an aspect of experiencing the West Coast landscape.
“The vernacular expression suggests that the invitation to look at
landscape is an invitation not to look at any specific thing, b
 ut to ignore all
particulars in favor of an appreciation of the total gestalt, a vista or scene that
may be dominated by some specific feature, but is not simply reducible to that
feature.”4
A vast ocean from a cliff or Inspiration Point in the Pacific Palisades in California
are readily available postcard images giving the sense that this way of looking at
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W.J.T. Mitchell, Landscape and Power (Chicago, The University of Chicago Press, 2002), pg.269
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landscapes will bring a sense of clarity and ease to one's mind. Coming from a place
near the ocean and a culture built around the idealism of the ocean, the landscape is a
subject for its experience in itself.

Fig. 2:Thomas Cole, The Oxbow, 1835-1836

Richard Diebenkorn took this subject and used it through many movements and
styles. Cityscape #1 e
 mbraces this invitation to appreciate the total gestalt, with a road
that cuts through the middle left and contrasting shadows laid over the top of green
grass. This painting seems to be seen from above, balancing a flatness of brushstrokes
but keeping the depth of the receding perspective. However, in contrast to D'Arcangelo,
who was working in the interface between Pop Art and Minimalism, Diebenkorn seems
much more sensitive to the light in this landscape. The dark greens and greys on the
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road dominate the composition and highlight the artist`s attention to viewing, a critical
element that carries into his Ocean Park Series.

Fig.3: Richard Diebenkorn,
Cityscape #1, 1963

Ocean Park #94 reduces these elements even further, removing the
representation of a landscape and focusing on layers, geometry and light. The diagonal
lines and atmospheric materiality of the paint all suggest landscape under a type of
scaffolding, seemingly supporting a building under construction. These qualities can
also be seen in more representational paintings like Window, f rom 1967, where vertical
and horizontal rectangles overlay and collide. The non-representational paintings of the
Ocean Park series embody the qualities of light and landscapes of Santa Monica.5
They “permit an all-over light”6 where the interactions between geometry and color
5

Gerald Nordland, Richard Diebenkorn (New York, Rizzoli International Publications, 1987) pg.145
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create an experience of structural flatness and atmospheric depth. Although rooted in
the formal completeness of the composition, Diebenkorn’s geometry suggests a
sensitivity to architectural, structural and binding environments that mingle with the light
of the California coast. The simultaneous geometric flatness and endless depth that
Diebenkorn achieves in the Ocean Park
series has influenced me to begin
questioning the way we experience
landscapes today in a culture consumed
by the convenience of technology, and
the growing use of augmented and virtual
realities.

Fig. 4: Richard Diebenkorn, Ocean Park #94, 1976

A painting based on linear perspective implies and prioritizes a depth of field from
the viewers vantage point. For the artists of the Italian Renaissance this vantage point
would have been in a standing position while observing the landscape, and what Lars
Qvortrup would describe as an “anthropocentric” principle. The Impressionists, however,
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used these linear perspective techniques, but described the world as something to be
subjectively experienced, rather than a fact that is universal to everyone.7 .

Fig.5; Yvonne Jacquette, Little River Farm, 1979

As technologies advance, we gain access to new ways to observe our world.
Qvortrup describes this as a “hypercomplex” society due to the artists’ relationship to
new digital technology. However, even though art in this hypercomplex reality deploys
Lars Qvortrup, The Aesthetics of Interference: f rom Anthropocentrism to Polycentrism and the
Reflections of Digital Art ( paper presented at the First International SKIKT Conference on Digital Arts and
Culture, Bergen, Norway, Nov. 1998) pg.4
7
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technology to be produced, it should be considered through its social and aesthetic
contexts.8 Yvonne Jacquette’s Little River Farm uses a similar staccato brush technique
as the Impressionists, however depicts the landscape as if the viewer is in free fall,
disorienting the viewer's perspective. Oscillating between the formal abstraction of
geometric shapes and representational forms of barns and cars, this painting
incorporates a viewpoint only obtainable by aerial travel and expands the lens of what
can be considered the observable world. By using linear perspective as a pictorial
example, this hypercomplex society would not only include a level horizon line, but a
horizon line that is seen from left, right, on top and underneath at the same time.
Solar Cut from my body of work attempts to combine these ideas by including a
road heading toward the center on the horizon line, with fragments of abstracted
landscapes floating in the periphery. While the painted portion of the landscape gives
the illusion of depth, I am also interested in the concurrent illusion of depth in the ink
transfer that inevitably reveals itself to be something other than paint upon closer
inspection. Materialy, the ink acts as a skin that clings to the surface of the canvas,
providing the visual information of the image but smearing and overlapping like paint. I
create a visual interference between how the material of the paint and ink transfer are
experienced and juxtapose the illusion of depth of the open road with the flat imagery of
an empty sky.

8
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Fig. 6: Solar Cut, 2020

The ubiquity of images today complicates our view of the observable world. As
the evolution of technology and imaging systems incorporate themselves into our daily
lives it becomes apparent that we uses pictures not to simply interpret reality, but to act
as a stand-in for what we can consider reality9. This idea of an image “standing-in” for
what we consider reality is key to my body of work on both conceptual and material
levels. By using screenshots of computer generated landscapes and photographs that
reference the painted marks themselves in my work, I accept that images simulate,

9

Douglas Crimp, Pictures ( New York City,Committee for the Visual Arts,Inc.,1977), pg.1-2
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manipulate, and remove us from our perception of what we call reality. Robert
Rauchenberg’s silkscreen paintings create a hybrid of painting and photography that
relate to my work in this way. By putting photographic imagery through the process of
silkscreen and ink transfer, Rauchenberg was able to transfer the image onto canvas
while keeping the gesture of the hand-made painting. Under close inspection, it is hard
to separate elements of paint and image in these works. This work is important to the
way I think about my paintings because they make me question the nature of my own
perception and how I process visual information10.
My painting Landscape Repeater No.2
attempts to blur the boundaries between the
painted surface and the image. In this work,
the painting is photographed and that
photograph is then transferred into the
surface. In a selfreferential process, the
texture and color are collaged together
creating a palimpsest of image and painted
surface with the attempt to collapse both
materials into the viewer's experience.
Fig. 7: Landscape Repeater No.2, 2020
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Catherine Craft, Robert Rauschberg (New York City, Phaidon Press Limited, 2013) p
 g.76
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Fig. 8: Robert Rauschenberg, Scanning, 1963

In the search for universal aesthetic values, Mondrian's abstract geometric
paintings focused on the non-objective relationship between line and color. His
abstractions of squares and lines of primary colors stack and spread across the flat
plane of the canvas. In the Modernist tradition of abstraction, geometry is thought to
represent the “march for civilization” and the “timeless, the heroic, and the religious.” 11
In Peter Halley's paintings, the stuccoed squares and day-glo landscapes that saturate
the eye are not abstract paintings, but instead are works that use the language of
painters like Mondrian to describe a new form of geometry, one that surrounds and

11

Peter Halley, The Crisis in Geometry (New York City, Effects,1984)
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controls us. “Where once geometry provided a sign of stability, order, and proportion,
today it offers an array of shifting signifiers and images of confinement and deterrence.”
12

The rectangular studio apartment on the sixth floor, the square elevator, or the five

foot sidewalk paved
through the landscape all
function on a utilitarian
level in order to control
the systems of a
modern culture.

Fig. 9: Peter Halley, Two Cells with Circulating Conduit, 1985

Like Halley, I am also interested in the cultural shift from utopian idealism to
dystopian realism. Specifically, I’m influenced by a shift away from the positivity of an
interconnected digital world, where the speed and convenience of information makes
life more open — to a mangled web of disinformation, manipulation and augmentation.
Though utopian aspirations of technology corporations was never the intention, we have
still been convinced of their humanism and we invite these devices to be deeply
integrated into our lives to the point where they go unnoticed, but remain omnipresent.
For me, 2020 marks a unique time when these hopes for connectedness have turned
into anxiety and disorientation, sparked by meaningless apps, the spread of
12

ibid
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disinformation, and general confusion between the realities of the digital and physical
worlds. Technological integration in the 21st Century poses a new “march for
civilization,” one that results in, from what I feel, a stronger dependence on these tools
and a further removal from physicality. Using the road trip as a metaphor, the distant
glimmer of a gas station’s neon sign has lost its importance, and the insistent tracking,
online reviews, and updates of destination proximity has taken its place. 13

Fig 10: Thin Nature, 2020

The process of image transfers signifies a balance between the digital and
physical in my work. By taking an image printed on mylar and soaking the sheet in a

13

Hito Steyerl, The Wretched of the Screen (Berlin, Sternberg Press), pg.14
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solvent, the ink is released from the surface of the mylar and becomes a thin layer that I
apply to the surface of the canvas. This application results in a slightly transparent
membrane that smears and rips, creating small holes that allow for the background to
show through. As layers of this process accumulate, colors become darker and the
visual mediation expands between the surface and material. I think of them as a
material to be seen through — a weird skin that builds upon itself and floats like a liquid
on the surface, disrupting the viewer's perspective and the painting’s pictorial space. As
a material that is technically not paint, but is able to give painterly qualities to the printed
image, I am interested in it’s potential to mimic the physicality of paint, while developing
a visual language of its own.

Fig.11: Suspended, 2020

Specifically Thin Nature,
Solar Cut and Suspended from
my body of work, all use a hard
edge technique to describe the landscape as a mechanized tool, reduced of its natural
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resources as a product of an industrialized world. The gradations of color signify what
could be a pleasant scene, but the depth and expanse of the sky is confused with the
interference of mangled landscapes in decay. The collaged ink transfer on top holds a
more organic quality, however still follows a loose grid format. I want these paintings to
oscillate between feeling built, or coming from a mechanical source, to romantic notions
of a vast landscape, uninterrupted by human intervention. “Veil” juxtaposes the green
grass and blue sky tropes of a landscape painting with the chaotic overlay of the ink
transfer. The transfers in this painting are sourced from photographs of the painting,
instead of computer generated
landscapes, further merging the
materiality of paint and image. I’m
interested in this collapse between
the two materials and the distorted
visual information in the painting.
The disruption of pure material
disorients the viewer to continually
question the source of the marks and
interrupts the aspiration of the
landscape's clarity.

Fig.12: Veil,2020
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Thesis Exhibition Image List
Grant Wells: Thesis Exhibition “Interstices” took place on November 7th-21st of 2020

Suspended, ink transfer and acrylic on canvas, 66”x 54”, 2020
Solar Cut, ink transfer and acrylic on canvas, 66”x 54”, 2020
Built Expanse, ink transfer and acrylic on canvas, 66”x 54”, 2020
Veil, ink transfer and acrylic on canvas, 66”x 54”, 2020
Thin Nature, ink transfer and acrylic on canvas, 66”x 54”, 2020
Landscape Repeater No.1, ink transfer and acrylic on canvas, 27”x 20”, 2019
Landscape Repeater No.2, ink transfer and acrylic on canvas, 27”x 20”, 2019
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Landscape Repeater No.1
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Landscape Repeater No.2
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Grant Wells
Installation View.
Exhibition in the 205 Hudson Street gallery. 2020
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